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WILLSTTT, Germany: Felicitas Rohrer, a German woman who is suing German pharmaceuticals giant Bayer, holds a box of the birth control pill “
Yasminelle “ at her home in Willstaett.—AFP photos

Bayer sued in Germany over
contraceptive pill after health scares

BAGHDAD: I raq’s prime minister
responded to protests this summer over
failing public services by launching a
campaign against corruption and mis-
management, yet more than four
months later there is l ittle sign of
improvement in one key sector: health-
care. With Iraqis fleeing Islamic State in
ever greater numbers, the country’s
growing population of internal refugees
is straining public facilities already
ground down by decades of war, sanc-
tions and red tape. Focused on fighting
insurgents, the government is struggling
to provide the services that Iraqis took
to the streets to demand.

That failure is nowhere more acute
than in a healthcare system once seen as
one of the best in the Middle East. The
World Health Organization says Iraq’s
public health, water, and sanitation sys-
tems are collapsing. The situation has
become so desperate that thousands of
Iraqis forced to flee Anbar province in
the west have opted to bypass the gov-
ernment and seek medical care from

non-governmental organizations such
as one called Dari.

Based in a modest apartment build-
ing in Baghdad’s Karrada Mariam neigh-
borhood, Dari treats about 50 patients a
day, mostly children and the elderly. So
far this year, Dari has provided more
than 15,000 families with food aid and
registered another 8,400 patients at its
free medical clinic, said its president,
Alaa Abdel Sadaa. Abdel Sadaa said his
organization managed resources better
than the government, which is plagued
by political infighting. Prime minister
Haider Al-Abadi must meanwhile deal
with resistance from Iraq’s fractious
members of parliament, which means
that as the healthcare crisis deepens, he
has to build a political consensus before
he can proceed with any reforms.

For its part, Dari relies on volunteers.
None of its more than 100 medical pro-
fessionals are paid, said Abdel Sadaa.
“We can treat 100 patients with $1,000,”
he said. “That is difficult for the health
ministry or any government hospital to

say.” Dari relies partly on donations and
supplies from pharmaceutical firms and
food manufacturers. Abdel Sadaa said
the government has called on non-gov-
ernmental organizations to help it fill the
gap in public services caused by the
state’s new austerity measures.

But he said instead of helping groups
like his operate, government agencies
often obstruct his work. Instead of
supervising organizations to prevent
corruption and theft, the state uses the
security situation to restrict the groups’
activities, he said. The chief of the NGO
directorate in the Iraqi cabinet,  Ali
Makki, said his office is intensifying
efforts to facilitate the work of non-gov-
ernmental organizations, especially
those providing relief and health servic-
es. Dari was founded in 2013 to encour-
age blood donations after bomb attacks
in the capital. It now runs a mobile clinic
in one of Iraq’s provinces every week or
so, and has played a big role in fighting
the worst cholera outbreak in Iraq in
years.

Decades of suffering
Health ministry spokesman Rifaq Al-

Araji said non-governmental organiza-
tions had helped to ease the pressure.
Araji  blamed economic sanctions
imposed by the United Nations in 1990
after Iraq invaded Kuwait, and subse-
quent wars and violence, for the poor
state of the health care system. The war
with Islamic State has displaced more
than 3 million Iraqis. With most belong-
ing to the minority Sunni sect, the prob-
lem is also a political one which Iraq is
poorly placed to handle following years
of sectarian bloodletting between
Sunnis and Shi’ite Muslims.

With lower revenues from oil exports
and higher costs associated with the
battle against Islamic State, the govern-
ment is failing to help the most vulnera-
ble. “We came from the province of
Anbar as a displaced family because of
the fighting there. We came here as our
financial position is weak. I have no job,”
said Khalil Ibrahim, 60, whose family has
10 members. Anger over shortages of

electricity, water and jobs erupted into
protests this summer in Baghdad and
many southern cities, prompting Abadi
to declare war on corruption. At the
same time, falling oil prices forced the
government to slash spending.

State hospitals are grim. “I came to a
government hospital because I can’t pay
the high cost of private doctors. But the
problem is I still have to get medication
from a private pharmacy as it is usually
not available here,” said Ameera Abdel
Muhsin, 50, a housewife, at a state hospi-
tal.  Al-Yarmouk hospital in western
Baghdad is typical. Patients are trans-
ported through corridors littered with
cigarette butts.

“I was admitted to hospital two days
ago suffering with kidney failure but I’m
getting worse because of a lack of treat-
ment,” said Qasim Al-Kinani, 68, point-
ing to a cat  eating leftover food
beneath his bed. “Look at this farce. I’m
sleeping on a bloodstained mattress
with a filthy smell. I feel like I’m sleep-
ing in a zoo.”—Reuters

Squeezed by budget and Islamic State, Iraqi health system struggles
Healthcare hammered by wars and sanctions

WILLSTTT, Germany: “If I’d known, I’d never
have taken this pill,” says Felicitas Rohrer, who is
suing German pharmaceuticals giant Bayer,
claiming its oral contraceptive Yasminelle caused
her to suffer a pulmonary embolism. The accusa-
tions against Bayer ’s contraceptive pills
Yasminelle and Yaz, based on drospirenone, are
not new and the company has already paid out
nearly two billion dollars (1.8 billion euros) to
around 10,000 women in out-of-court settle-
ments in the United States to avoid long and
costly trials. But Rohrer’s case, which opens on
Thursday, is highly symbolic in the company’s
home country of Germany, where Bayer, maker
of Aspirin, stands as a beacon for the domestic
chemicals and pharmaceuticals sectors.

Rohrer is suing the company for 200,000 euros
($220,000) in damages and interest. But “the
money cannot compensate for what I and other
women have gone through,” she told AFP.  “What
I really hope for is justice,” she said in her home in
Willstaett, not far from the French-German bor-
der, adding that her hope is for Yasminelle to be
withdrawn from the market.  At the age of 31,
and following a pulmonary embolism-a blockage
of the lung’s main artery-Rohrer now has to take
an anti-coagulant that significantly reduces her
chances of having a baby.

She suffers from shortness of breath and is
forced to wear anti-embolism compression
stockings on car journeys of any length. She
studied to become a vet but now works as a jour-
nalist because she is not allowed to carry any
heavy loads.  It was in June 2009 that Rohrer,
hitherto a perfectly healthy young woman, sud-
denly collapsed. Her heart stopped for 20 min-
utes. And in an emergency operation, doctors
found massive blood clots clogging her heart. 

Increased risk 
“The doctors couldn’t believe that a 25-year-

old woman could suffer from a pulmonary
embolism,” she said. And the doctors clearly
pointed the finger at the pill.  The self-help group
Rohrer has since set up has collected testimony
from around 250 women who suffered similar
side effects.  She is the first person in Germany to
sue Bayer over the drug, accusing the company
of not informing patients sufficiently about the
risks associated with Yasminelle.  The trial opens
on Thursday in a court in Waldshut-Tiengen near
the Swiss border.

Bayer-which sold 768 million euros worth of
the Yasmin group of contraceptive pills in 2014,
compared with total overall group sales of 42 bil-
lion euros-rejects the accusations as “unjustified”.
It insists the pills have a “positive” risk-benefit
profile and are approved by every national drug
agency.  So far, the courts have agreed, notably in
a case brought against Bayer in Switzerland. 

Nevertheless, a number of studies have sug-
gested that contraceptive pills using
drospirenone and other progestins double the
risk of clotting blood vessels compared with ear-
lier generations of contraceptive pills. In France,

where Bayer has already been the target of a
number of other high-profile cases, health insur-
ers have halted reimbursements for the pills, hit-
ting group sales there. A German medical journal
claims that there has been a drop in the number
of women admitted to hospital with pulmonary
embolism in France.

‘Lack of information’ 
Taking the pills “increases the risks and

women should be aware of that,” said Yana
Vinogradova, a scientist at Nottingham
University in Britain.  Nevertheless, “the risks
remain low, lower than those connected to preg-
nancy,” she added.  One of the leading public
health insurers in Germany, Techniker
Krankenkasse, expressed alarm in a recent report
about the “predominance of high-risk pills” on

the market. “There is a lack of information on the
part of the doctors and the pharmaceuticals
industry,” said Gerd Glaeske, pharmacologist and
co-author of the report. 

He said he viewed the lawsuit filed by Rohrer
as “an important symbol”.  All the more so,
because Yasmin, with its anti water-retention
effects, means patients are less likely to gain
weight, Glaeske said. It is “the first pill that has a
very clear marketing angle on beauty and well-
being,” opening the way for boasts that contra-
ceptive pills are effective in fighting acne, for
example, he argued.  In the meantime, in the
United States, Bayer is also the target of a grow-
ing number of lawsuits against another of its
contraceptive products, the implant Essure,
which women complain has caused them pain
and severe bleeding.—AFP

WILLSTTT, Germany: Felicitas Rohrer speaks to an AFP journalist next to medical documents
and a box of the birth control pill “ Yasminelle”. 

PARIS: Politicians may achieve a lifelong dream
of becoming a prime minister or president,  but
in doing so may face the Grim Reaper some-
what sooner than the expected. So suggests an
offbeat study in the Christmas edition of the
British medical journal, The BMJ. Researchers led
by Anupam Jena, an associate professor in
health care policy at Harvard Medical School,
looked at the age of death among 279 national-
ly-elected leaders in 17 Western countries, from
1722 to 2015.

This was compared with 261 runner-ups in

the election who never served in that office. In
Britain and other parliamentary democracies,
the researchers looked at politicians who served
as party leaders at the time of their election to
the legislature. After adjusting for life expectan-
cy at the time of the last election, elected heads
of government lived 2.7 years less than non-
elected rivals. “We found that heads of govern-
ments had substantially accelerated mortality
compared with runner-up candidates,” says the
study. “Our findings suggest that elected lead-
ers may indeed age more quickly.”—AFP

Elected leaders die 
younger, says study

GENEVA: The World Health Organization
yesterday outlined plans to take advantage
of a ceasefire in Yemen to distribute med-
ical supplies across the crisis-hit country.
The WHO representative in Yemen, Ahmed
Shadoul, told reporters in Geneva that the
UN agency had received assurances from
the warring factions that its staff were free
to move with the supplies while the cease-
fire holds.  “We have requested uncondi-
tional movement of supplies, personnel
and teams to all parts of the country and
we got the confirmation that this will defi-
nitely be granted,” Shadoul said. 

Yemen’s healthcare system has been
devastated by the conflict pitting pro-gov-
ernment forces backed by a Saudi-led coali-
tion against Houthi rebels supported by
Iran.  Attacks on health facilities and a lack
of vital supplies, especially fuel, have posed
major problems but Fadoul stressed that
limited access to hard-hit areas has been

one of the greatest challenges for health
workers.   Fadoul said WHO had prepared
“around 19 trucks which will be distributed
to different parts of the country, probably
to 14 locations.” He said he believed those
trucks had already left warehouses in Sanaa
and in the southern governorate of Aden. 

A key priority was Taiz in the southwest,
where oxygen and trauma kits were due to
be dispatched.  The operation was on track
despite reported breaches in the ceasefire
that came into effect earlier yesterday,
Shadoul said.  WHO was also aiming to
move some 150 metric tons of material
from Djibouti, the delivery of which has
been complicated by restrictions on
imports imposed by the rival factions. A
national polio vaccination campaign has
also been scheduled from December 19 to
23, targeting around five million Yemeni
children, provided health workers are free
to move around.—AFP

WHO planning major aid 
delivery during Yemen ceasefire

GUATEMALA CITY: Guatemala is consider-
ing compensation for the family of three
people who were victims of a 1940s US-led
medical experiment in which hundreds
were infected with syphilis, Vice President
Alfonso Fuentes said Monday. “They have
been heard and what they are asking for is
some form of damages,” Fuentes told
reporters, adding that the government was
studying the option of providing “financial
and moral” reparation.

The family’s relatives were part of a
1946-1948 experiment conducted by US
health officials in which 1,300 people in
Guatemala-prisoners, prostitutes, soldiers
or mental patients-were deliberately
exposed to or contaminated with venereal
diseases such as syphilis and gonorrhea.  At
least 83 of those involved in the experi-
ment died, according to a US presidential
commission. The aim was to see what

effects antibiotics would have.
The fact the subjects were never

informed of what was being done to them
prompted President Barack Obama in 2010
to apologize for what he termed a “crime
against humanity.”  Obama vowed to pro-
mote ways to remedy the wrong, but made
no concrete offer of compensation. The
unethical experiment was revealed by
Doctor Susan Reverby, a professor at
Wellesley College in the US. 

She came across the work while
researching notes left by John Charles
Cutler, a public health services sexual dis-
ease specialist who headed up the experi-
ment, following his death in 2003. Cutler
was also involved in another infamous US
medical experiment that for half a century
up to 1972 studied the progression of
untreated syphilis in poor American blacks
in Alabama.—AFP

Guatemala mulls redress for 
US syphilis experiment victims

PARIS: Sanofi said yesrerday it hopes to take
over the consumer health care unit of
German peer Boehringer Ingelheim via an
asset swap, making the French pharmaceuti-
cal giant the sector’s world leader. Sanofi is
offering its animal health unit Merial in
exchange for Boehringer’s consumer health,
or non-prescription drugs, business plus 4.7
billion euros ($5.2 billion) in cash in exclusive
negotiations between both companies. The
announcement was a shot in the arm for
Sanofi shares, which posted a healthy 4.8
percent increase at 78.33 in midday Paris
trading.

If concluded, the deal would give Sanofi
close to 4.6 percent of the world’s consumer
health care market, making it the global
leader in the segment. The German compa-
ny’s Chinese operations are, however, not
part of the talks. Boehringer meanwhile
would become the world’s number two in
animal health. Sanofi’s animal health unit
Merial is valued at 11.4 billion euros in the
deal and the assets Boehringer is bringing to
the table at 6.7 billion. 

“The consumer health care business of
Boehringer Ingelheim would strengthen
Sanofi’s position in Germany and in Japan,
where Sanofi’s presence is limited,” Sanofi
said in a statement. Its presence in the
United States and Latin America would also

see a “significant expansion”, it said.
Boehringer’s consumer health care unit
includes leading brands in anti-spasmodics,
laxatives, vitamins and cough treatments.
“This transaction would allow Sanofi to
become a world leader in the attractive non-
prescription medicines market and would
bring a complementary portfolio with highly
recognized brands, allowing for mid and
long term value creation,” Sanofi chief execu-
tive Olivier Brandicourt, said in the state-
ment.

“The acquisition is perfectly in line with
the announced strategy, with the potential
for large synergies, which is very reassuring
for markets,” Natixis analyst Philippe Lanone
told AFP. In addition to the deal itself, stock
market sentiment was also underpinned by
Sanofi’s announcement that it would use
part of the deal’s proceeds to buy back its
own shares from the market, boosting future
earnings per share. Sanofi’s last major acqui-
sition dates back to 2011, when it bought US
bio-technology company Genzyme for 15
billion euros. Last month, Sanofi warned that
profits would stagnate for the next two years
during a major restructuring drive which
would include a streamlining of its product
portfolio. At the time, Sanofi also flagged
that it would possibly spin off its animal
health division.—AFP

Sanofi aims for top spot in
consumer health via asset swap

PARIS: French drugmaker group Sanofi new CEO Olivier Brandicourt addresses the
group’s general meeting in Paris.—AFP


